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Abstract of thesis entitled: 
The Dark Side of Goal Setting: How does goal setting motivate unethical behavior in 
organizations? 
Submitted by LAW Wing Sze Vikki 
for the Degree of Master of Philosophy in Industrial-Organizational Psychology 
at The Chinese University of Hong Kong in June 2007 
Goal setting is widely used in organizations. However, the practice of goal setting may 
unintentionally convey the idea to employees that the organizations value ends or results 
more than the means by which goals are attained. The increase in organizational 
practices focusing on ends rather than means may create a permissive ethical climate in 
organizations, which may potentially inflate the number of employees' undesirable 
behaviors. This study examined how different goal assignment methods ("general 
do-your-best", "assigned", "participatively-set" and "assigned with monetary reward" 
goals) affect individuals' tendency to engage in unethical behavior, measured as 
performance overstatement. Results showed that, apart from energizing individuals to 
work harder and more persistently, goal setting can also encourage individuals to engage 
in unethical behavior in order to attain the goals. Specifically, we found that individuals 
were more likely to overstate their performance when they participated in setting their 
goals or when they were assigned a specific goal with monetary reward for goal 
attainment, than when they were simply assigned a specific goal or were asked to try 
their best. Individuals were also found to have a higher tendency to engage in unethical 
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The Dark Side of Goal Setting 
Chapter 1: Introduction 
Background of Goal Setting Theory 
Goal setting is widely used in organizations around the world. With the ultimate 
goal of enhancing employees' innovation and productivity, practices like sales quotas, 
"Management by Objectives" (MOB) (e.g. Rodgers & Hunter, 1991) and "Results 
Oriented Work Environment" in business settings become the common practices in 
organizations. Performance goals are used as motivators and measures of employees' 
performance. 
Goal Setting Theory (Locke, 1968) is one of the most valid and practical theories 
of work motivation and performance in organizational psychology. Goal setting has 
repeatedly been shown to be effective in motivating employees to put extra efforts and 
work more persistently and hence increase work productivity and performance. The 
benefits associated with goal setting have been shown consistently in more than 100 
different tasks which involve more than 40,000 participants across eight countries, in 
both laboratory and field settings (Locke & Latham, 2002). 
Most existing research on goal setting focuses on predicting how goal setting 
affects task performance and aims to maximize the positive effects brought by goal 
setting. For instance, a lot of research investigated the differential effects of goal 
assignment methods (e.g. "participatively-set" versus "assigned" goals) and of different 
goal characteristics (e.g. level of specificity and difficulty). Other research focused on 
studying how individual characteristics (e.g. personality, self-efficacy and levels of goal 
commitment) moderate the relationships between goal setting and various outcomes. In 
general, it has been found that when a goal is "participatively-set", specific and difficult, 
it is more effective in increasing work productivity and performance (Locke & Latham, 
1990, 2002). 
1 
While the benefits of goal setting seem robust, some researchers reported that not 
all the findings of Goal Setting Theory could be replicated. Some incongment findings 
suggested that "increasing goal specificity and/or goal difficulty may not always lead to 
improved behaviors and sales performance" (Locke & Latham, 1990; Wood & Bandura， 
1989; Wood, Bandura & Bailey, 1990). They contended that there are limitations of goal 
setting. 
It is shown that the positive effects of goal setting on performance are weaker or 
even disappear in complex tasks (e.g. Kanfer & Ackerman, 1989; Ruber, 1985, cited in 
Earley, Connolly & Ekegren, 1989; Donovan, 2000). Besides, when tasks are highly 
complex, goals tend to be much less effective in directing attention, effort, persistence 
and strategy (e.g. Wood, Mento & Locke, 1987). The same applies to tasks that are 
based on distal outcomes (Latham & Seijts, 1999). As we can see, goal setting may not 
be applied to tasks in which performance is determined by quality rather than quantity, 
and tasks which are overly complex and involves higher cognitive thinking. 
In response to others' criticisms on the failures to replicate some of their findings, 
Locke and Latham (2002) pointed out three conditions which must be satisfied in order 
for goals to facilitate positive outcomes: Firstly, to ensure a certain level of goal 
acceptance and commitment of individuals; second, to provide performance-related 
feedback to individuals; and lastly, to ensure individuals to have certain levels of 
task-relevant abilities. The benefits of goal are likely to be reduced substantially if 
failing to fulfill any of the above conditions. 
The Dark Side of Goal Setting 
Despite the limitations of goal setting, the practice of goal setting is very common 
and people rarely question the use of it in organizations. Until recently, the infamous 
organizational corruption and cheating scandal of Sears, Roebuck & Company in early 
90s raised people's attention on the damaging impacts plausibly brought by the practice 
of goal setting. The automotive advisors from Sears' automotive centers in California 
were discovered to overcharge for work, to make unnecessary repairs and to charge for 
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work that they have not done at all (Barsky, 2005). Failed to dismiss the charges, 
Edward A. Brennan, CEO and Chairman of Sears, Roebuck & Company finally 
admitted and made the following statement: 
"We are confident that our Auto Center customer satisfaction rate is among the 
highest in the industry. But after an extensive review, we have concluded that our 
incentive compensation and goal-setting program inadvertently created an environment 
in which mistakes have occurred. We are motivating quickly and aggressively to 
eliminate the environment" (Disheau, 1992, cited from Barsky, 2005). 
Ever since the wide media coverage of and discussion on the incident of Sears, and 
other business scandals like Enron, Arthur Anderson and WorldCom, bribery, 
corruption and other unethical behavior become major public concerns in many 
countries recently (Bemardi & Vassill，2004). Both researchers and practitioners have 
recognized the urgent need to investigate how such outrageous events could occur, as to 
reduce the threats of unethical behavior in organizations and to prevent any further 
damages to business development around the world. The present study aimed to find out 
some of the catalysts of unethical behavior by focusing on the practice of goal setting in 
organizations. 
The business scandal of Sears is just one of the many examples in which goal 
setting may act as a catalyst to organizational wrongdoings. In fact, prior to the 
discoveries of these business corruption cases, a number of researchers have tried to 
raise their concerns over the negative impacts plausibly brought by goal setting. For 
example, when investigating the effect of goal commitment on motivation, Klein, 
Hollenbeck and Alge (1999) suggested the situations under which high goal 
commitment is dysfiinctional. When the level of goal commitment is excessively high, it 
may result in relentless goal striving which is detrimental to one's well being; or when 
an individual is already stressed, the positive effects of goal may be weaker or even 
reversed (McGrath, 1976; Staw, Sandelands, & Dutton, 1981，cited in Earley, Connolly 
& Ekegren, 1989). Knight (2001) pointed out the negative impacts on both individuals 
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as well as organizations when individuals are overly motivated by the goal assigned 
and/or when individuals are overconfident in assigning the level of goal. 
Another study done by Earley, Connolly and Ekegren (1989) contended that 
setting a specific and difficult goal might be harmful. They suggested four 
circumstances of task, under which a specific and difficult goal might be dysfunctional 
to performance. They are: (1) the performance is primarily a function of strategy rather 
than task effort; (2) there are many strategies available to perform a task; (3) optimal 
strategy is not obvious or is difficult to identify; (4) there is little chance to have 
hypothesis-testing, go back and retry a strategy. Earley, Connolly and Ekegren (1989) 
concluded that "the beneficial effects of goal setting might be limited to effort-related 
aspects of performance, such as quantity of output, whereas the strategy-related aspect 
of performance is less responsive to goal setting". 
Nonetheless, in today's knowledge- and teamwork-based workforce, many work 
tasks are highly complex in which performance is always strategy-dependent and 
require high cognitive ability. It seems unlikely that performance of these kinds of task 
will improve simply by setting one specific and difficult goal. 
Despite several attempts by researchers to caution the possible negative impacts 
brought by goal setting, no further exploration had been done until recently, Schweitzer, 
Ordonez and Douma (2004) conducted a study on goal setting, which is among the very 
first attempt to explicitly link goal setting to unethical behavior in the workplace. They 
contended that, apart from motivating constructive behaviors, goal setting can increase 
individuals' unethical behavior, in their case, to overstate own performance, no matter if 
the goal is a mere goal or involves extrinsic incentives (e.g. monetary reward). This 
relationship is particularly strong when people nearly reached the goals that were 
assigned to them. It should be noted that the unethical behavior is an intentional 
deception, that is, it is deceptive in nature (Barsky, 2005). In other words, for those who 
engage in unethical behavior in organizations, they are aware that the act is unethical. 
As shown from the business corruption scandals, the unethical behavior is complicated 
and requires detailed planning and calculations of the individuals involved. 
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While being exploratory, the study done by Schweitzer, Ordonez and Douma 
(2004) guides us to look at goal setting from a very different perspective, and to explore 
the situations under which goal setting may motivate unethical behavior. However, they 
only took into account of two goal assignment methods ("general do-your-best" and 
"assigned" goals). The differential effects of other goal assignment methods still remain 
unknown. 
Another unpublished research report done by Barsky (2005) investigated how goal 
assignment method (participative versus "assigned" goals) moderates the relationship 
between goal assignment and employees' wrongdoings. He argued that when employees 
were allowed to participate in decision making, their elaborative thinking on the 
behavior will increase, and thus limited their likelihood to engage in unethical behavior 
to achieve their goals. Besides, if employees were assigned performance goals, they 
could more easily diffuse responsibility to their superior and to rationalize that they 
were ordered to do wrong. 
Nonetheless, results only partially supported Barsky's propositions. Individuals 
with "assigned" goals were more likely to engage in unethical behavior than those who 
participated in goal setting only when the task is highly difficult. Neither "assigned" 
goal setting nor goal assignment method appeared to have an effect on either ethical 
recognition or moral disengagement, even though both mechanisms were found to be 
strongly associated with ethical decision making. It seems that there are other factors 
moderating these relationships. Despites the failure to achieve any significant results for 
his proposed moderating effect of goal assignment method, his study clearly suggested 
that goal setting does play a role in encouraging unethical behavior in organizations. 
How does goal setting motivate unethical behavior? 
There are both psychological as well as practical outcomes from goal setting and 
attainment. Firstly, goals have a directive effect on attention (Locke & Latham, 2002). 
Employees will be directed to focus their attention on tasks that they should spend time 
doing. In addition, goals have an energizing effect which motivates employees to attain 
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the goals. Following these two effects of goal on individuals, the practice of goal setting 
likely will improve performance. Goals also serve as yardsticks or reference standards 
for satisfaction versus dissatisfaction (Mento, Locke, & Klein，1992, cited from Locke 
& Lathan, 2002). Individuals have their goals attained derive satisfaction while for those 
who failed to reach their goals, their dissatisfaction increased. In this case, goals may 
also unintentionally enhance individuals' tendency to behave unethically in the goal 
achieving process. When goal attainment is overly emphasized, there is a risk that 
individuals may engage in unethical behavior in order to reach the goals. 
Organizational climate encourages unethical behavior 
In business practices, goal attainment is always linked to rewards, and thus, goal, in 
some ways, determines "the definitions of success and failure", affecting how 
employees calibrate gain and loss (Knight, 2001). This will energize their efforts to 
achieve goals, work harder and more persistently, and probably take riskier strategies in 
order to attain the goals and get the rewards. 
Moreover, the practice of goal setting in organizations may unintentionally convey 
the idea to employees that, the organizations value ends or results more than the means 
by which goals are attained. As what Brief, Buttram, and Dukerich (2001) suggested, 
"organizations emphasizing goal attainment and reward performance accordingly can 
instill a permissive ethical climate whereby individuals perceive that the organization 
expects, or at least condones, unethical behavior on behalf of the organization". The 
permissive ethical climate in organizations may potentially inflate the number of 
employees' wrongdoings. 
Costs ofgoal failure and benefits of unethical behavior 
Goals act as a motivator for individuals to reach the target. When people attain a 
goal, they derive psychological rewards. On the other hand, if they fail to do so, they 
have to bear psychological costs. As proposed by Schweitzer, Ordonez and Douma 
(2004), goal setting might alter how individuals perceive the benefits of engaging in 
unethical behavior and encourage people to misrepresent success that people might be 
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led to believe that they have to meet certain targets in order to be considered as 
successful, “.. .the personal costs of failure to comply with organizational directives can 
be quite high and agents may feel psychological compelled [to act immorally]" 
(VanSandt & Neck, 2003). 
Hence, on one hand, having specific goals provides individuals greater motivation 
than giving them "general do-your-best" goals. On the other hand, specific goals exert a 
larger pressure of goal attainment to individuals since specific goals have a clearer 
definition of success and failure than a vague "general" goal, as "doing one's best or 
not" is a subjective matter. Therefore, it was predicted that individuals assigned with 
specific goals have a higher tendency to overstate their performance than those with 
"general do-your-best" goals. 
Hi： Individuals with specific "assigned" goals" would be more likely to overstate their 
performance than those with "general do-your-best" goals. 
Barsky's (2005) hypothesized that, individuals who participated in setting their 
goals tended to "ask more questions and engage in more careful scrutiny of the 
behaviors necessary for goal attainment than participants who are ‘assigned’ goals", and 
they also spent more time to think about the behaviors that were needed to complete the 
task and achieve the goals (Latham, Winters & Locke，1994, cited from Barsky, 2005). 
Even so, there is no guarantee that those "necessary behaviors" that people can think of 
are ethical in nature. Instead, I predicted individuals with "participatively-set" goals are 
even more motivated to attain the goals. Goal commitment is generally high and 
invariant when goals are "participatively-set" (Hollenbeck & Brief，1987, cited fix)m 
Klein, Wesson, Hollenbeck, & Alge, 1999). In this sense, the directive and energizing 
effects of goals will be greater when individuals are allowed to participate in setting 
their goals than when goals are assigned to them by others. Individuals are more likely 
to feel that they partially own the goals and therefore feel more accountable for the goals 
they set. This increased importance of goal attainment makes them feel responsible for 
attaining the goals. Shalley, Oldhan and Porac (1987) pointed out that, "participating in 
establishing a goal caused individuals to focus their attention on the goal itself instead of 
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on the task." and "...goal setting method may have had an effect on individuals' 
perceptions of the causes of their performance". These alterations in perception of 
individuals may indirectly influence their behaviors in the goal attainment process. 
Following this reasoning, the psychological costs of goal failure of individuals with 
"participatively-set" goals may probably be greater than those with "assigned" goals. 
This leads to our second and third hypotheses. 
H2： Individuals with specific "participatively-set" goals would be more likely to 
overstate their performance than those with specific "assigned" goals. 
H3： Individuals with specific "participatively-set" goals would be more likely to 
overstate their performance than those with "general do-your-best" goals. 
The effects of extrinsic reward 
As mentioned above, in business practices, goal attainment is always linked to 
rewards (for example, job promotion, increased salary, bonuses etc.) with an aim to 
enhance employees' goal commitment. The extrinsic or monetary rewards provide 
additional benefits on top of the mere psychological benefits obtained by individuals for 
reaching the goals. In this sense, goal failure will incur a larger cost for those with 
"assigned with reward" goals. In other words, the benefits for these individuals to 
engage in unethical behavior and to attain their goals are greater. 
Given that the monetary reward is contingent upon goal attainment, it is logical and 
theoretically sound to expect that individuals with "assigned with monetary reward" 
goals are more likely to overstate their performance than those without any extrinsic 
reward. Even though Schweitzer, Ordonez and Douma (2004) failed to find any 
significant differences between "assigned" and "assigned with monetary reward" goal 
conditions on individuals' performance overstatement, in the present study, we studied 
the effect of goals with extrinsic reward on unethical behavior again. According to our 
reasoning above, we hypothesized that: 
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H4： Individuals with "assigned" goals with monetary reward would be more likely to 
overstate their performance than those with mere "assigned" goals. 
Goal proximity and the "Goal Looms Larger Effect" 
According to the classic "goal looms larger effect" (Lewin, 1935，cited from Shah, 
Friedman & Kruglanski, 2002), a goal may loom larger as a function of goal proximity, 
which indirectly influences one's motivation of goal attainment. That is, when one 
moves closer to the goal, his or her subjective likelihood of reaching the goal will 
increase. In this sense, the psychological costs of acknowledging one's goal failure is 
greater for those who just fall short of attaining the target goal than those who miss the 
goal by a great extent, and hence they are more likely to misrepresent their performance. 
As suggested by Schweitzer, Ordonez and Douma (2004), the amount of overstatement 
affects the level of psychological costs incurred to misrepresent one's performance. It is 
easier for individuals who miss their goals by a small extent to justify their 
overstatement of performance (small unethical act) than for those who are very far from 
achieving their goals (large unethical act). In other words, the psychological costs of 
"small overstatements" are lower than that of "large overstatements". Consequently, we 
hypothesized that: 
Hs： Individuals who miss their goals by a small extent would be more likely to overstate 
their performance than those who miss their goals by a large extent. 
Mediating role of goal commitment 
While it was hypothesized that goal setting may unintentionally encourage 
individuals' unethical behavior, instead of affecting unethical behavior directly, I 
expected goal assignment methods affect individuals' tendency to engage in unethical 
behavior in an indirect way. In this light, this study expanded the proposed linkages 
between goal assignment methods and unethical behavior. 
Specifically, we predicted that individuals' goal commitment level mediates the 
relationship between goal assignment methods ("general do-your-best", 
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"participatively-set", "assigned" and "assigned with reward" goals) and individuals' 
performance overstatement. The relationship is strongest when people are committed to 
their goals. According to Locke and Latham (1990), goal commitment is defined as 
"one's determination to reach a goal". It was also found that, the importance of goal 
attainment facilitates goal commitment of individuals (Locke & Latham, 1990). It was 
theorized that individuals participating in goal setting makes goal attainment more 
important to them because they feel more accountable for the goals that they partially 
owned. From a motivational perspective, "participatively-set" goals provide individuals 
a high motivation to reach the goals while goals that are assigned, especially when they 
are assigned in a terse way with no explanation on the purpose or rationale, their 
motivations of goal attainment are lower, so as their goal commitment. Thus, it was 
hypothesized that the goal commitment mediates the relationship between goal setting 
and unethical behavior. 
He： The relationships between the goal assignment methods (i.e. "general do-your-best", 
"participatively-set", "assigned", and "assigned with reward" goals) and unethical 
behavior (performance overstatement) would be mediated by individuals' levels of 
goal commitment. 
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Chapter 2: Method 
Participants and Design 
One hundred and thirty-four participants (54 males, 80 females) were recruited to 
participate in our study from a university in Hong Kong, aged ranges from 18 to 24, 
with a mean of 20.0 (SD= 1.24). All participants' responses were treated as anonymous. 
Task and Procedures 
Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four goal assignment conditions 
("general do-your-best", "participatively-set", "assigned", and "assigned with reward" 
goals), and be seated in a room containing a desk, a pencil and a workbook to each of 
them (please refer to Appendix I for the workbook). 
An anagram task was used in the experiment. Following Schweitzer, Ordonez and 
Douma (2004), participants were given sets of seven-scrambled letters (which form 
different nonsense words) and were asked to create as many words as possible. For 
example, a set of scrambled letters "AODJGIP" is presented. Participants were expected 
to form as many words as they could by using the seven letters provided on top of each 
page. The level of difficulty was consistent across the eight sets of letters as they were 
directly adapted from Vance and Colella (1990), in which the level of ease was equated. 
A pilot study has been done with 39 participants to generate an appropriate 
performance level of the task. Participants were given eight sets of letters and asked to 
create as many words as possible in one minute for each set. The average number (the 
nearest integer) of words formed from the eight sets of letters served as a yardstick for 
setting performance goals for participants in the "assigned" goal condition. 
Participants were told that the purpose of the study was to study the relationship 
between perception, creativity, and productivity. In order to familiarize participants with 
the experimental procedures and the nature of the task, two one-minute practice trials 
were given to participants before the experimental rounds. The practice score of each 
trial served as a reference point for the participants. Participants in the 
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"participatively-set" goal condition were invited to choose their desired performance 
goal out of the five options provided (from five to nine words) and indicate the number 
of correct responses they aimed to reach in each experimental round on the workbook, 
no revision of performance goal was allowed once the goal was set. 
After the practice trials, participants were asked to complete a pre-experimental 
questionnaire, which was included in the workbook. Five items from the Hollenbeck, 
Williams and Klein (HWK) goal commitment scale were chosen to measure goal 
commitment of participants (Hollenbeck, Williams & Klein, 1989b, cited from Klein, 
Wesson, Hollenbeck, Wright & DeShon，2001). They measured individuals' "intention 
to extend effort toward goal attainment, persistence in pursuing that goal over time, and 
an unwillingness to lower or abandon that goal” (Hollenbeck & Klein, 1987，cited from 
Klein et al, 2001). Sample item is: "I am strongly committed to pursuing this goal". 
Respondents were asked to rate on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from "Disagree 
very much" to “Agree very much". A higher score reflected higher level of goal 
commitment. The reliability coefficient for the scale was .60. The average scores of the 
five items were used in later statistical analyses. Since participants in the "general 
do-your-best" goal condition had no specific goal level, they were not given any 
pre-experimental questionnaire (see Appendix II for the scale). 
To ensure anonymity, participants were told that the experimenter was interested in 
the average participants' performance, not in individual performance. Thus, no name or 
any other identification was allowed to put on the workbook. 
Manipulations 
The goal assignment manipulations were introduced at this time. There were 34 
participants in the "general do-your-best" goal condition, 40 in the "participatively-set" 
goal condition, 28 in the "assigned" goal condition and 32 in the "assigned with reward" 
goal condition. 
To hold the objective goal difficulty constant among goal assignment conditions, 
the level of goal in the "assigned" goal condition was yoked to that of the 
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"participatively-set" goal condition. Pilot study of 39 participants found that on average, 
participants created six valid words in each experimental round, and thus a goal level of 
six valid words was set for the participants in the "assigned" and "assigned with reward" 
goal conditions. In our study, the goal level set by the participants in the 
"participatively-set" goal condition also ranged from five to eight with a mean of 6.02 
(SD= .67). Goal difficulty level was aligned with those of other goal assignment 
conditions. Apart from the objective goal difficulty level, participants' subjective 
perceptions of goal difficulty were also collected by asking them to indicate their 
perceived difficulty on their goal level (ranges from one to five) to ensure comparable 
subjective goal difficulty levels among goal assignment conditions. 
Also, the experimenters relied upon standardized scripts to help ensure the 
goal-setting climate was consistent across goal assignment conditions. Participants in 
the "general do-your-best" goal condition were asked to "try to create as many words as 
you can"; Participants in the "assigned" goal condition were asked: "in each round, you 
are expected to create at least six words". Specifically, the experimenter told the 
participants that pilot research has indicated that others have attained a goal of six, and 
therefore, "goal level assigned is difficult, but realistic and obtainable"; Participants in 
the "participatively-set" goal condition were asked to "set a challenging and specific yet 
attainable goal for the number of correct responses you will have in each experimental 
round". Lastly, participants in the "assigned with reward" goal condition were asked: "in 
each round, you are expected to create at least six words. After completing the 
experiment, we will select one of the experimental rounds at random. If you meet your 
goal of six words for that round (that is, you created six or more words), we will pay you 
5 dollars for each valid word you created (that is, thirty dollars or more). If you do not 
meet your goal for that round (that is, you created six or less words), you will not 
receive any payment." The rest of the instructions did not vary by goal conditions. They 
were briefly explained the experimental procedures and then were allowed to begin. 
There were eight experimental rounds in total. In each round, participants had to 
generate as many words as possible within one minute. Experimenter used a timer to 
calculate the time and signal the participants to stop after every minute. Fifteen-second 
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break time was given to participants after each round. A signal was again given to 
participants to continue the next round of experiment. 
After completing eight rounds of experiment, participants were asked to complete a 
post-round questionnaire, which included questions on participants' perception of goal 
specificity and difficulty (for those in the "participatively-set", "assigned" and "assigned 
with reward" goal conditions), their perceived level of stress and challenge of the study 
and some general demographic information (including gender, study major and age). 
Then all participants were asked to stop, and to record their performance (that is the 
number of valid words they formed in each round). The reason why participants were 
allowed to check their own work was to provide them the chance to overstate their 
performance (Schweitzer, Ordonez & Douma, 2004). Participants were asked to indicate 
whether they reached their goal for each experimental round by recording on the answer 
sheet, which was the last page of the workbook. When the checking work period was 
complete, participants were instructed to detach the answer sheet from the workbook 
and hand it to the experimenter, and put the workbook into a sealed box together with 
other participants' workbooks. This was a measure to give the participants a sense of 
anonymity given the nature of the present experiment. Participants were then debriefed 
and thanked for their participation. 
Due to the special nature of the present experiment, we had to ensure our 
participants that their responses are anonymous that we were unable to match their 
workbook with their answer sheet. However, in order to calculate participants' rate of 
misrepresentation of their performance, we had a way to match the workbook and the 
answer sheet for each participant. Following Schweitzer, Ordonez and Douma, (2004), 
the set of letters used in the final experimental round was unique to each of them. This 
set of letters was included in both the workbook and the answer sheet, and thus we were 
able to do the matching for each participant after the experiment Unethical behavior in 
this study was calculated by coding the congruence between participants' actual 
performance in the workbook and the number of correct responses that they claimed 
they have made on the answer sheet. 
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Chapter 3 ： Results 
In this study, two major goals were to examine the relative importance of the four 
goal assignment methods in explaining unethical behavior in organizations and to test 
the mediating effect of goal commitment on the relationship between goal setting and 
unethical behavior. 
The analyses were divided into four major parts. First, we looked at the 
relationships between goal assignment methods and participants' subjective perceptions 
of goal difficulty and specificity, and their perceptions of the level of stress and 
challenge of the task. In the second part, we moved on to examine the relationships 
between goal assignment methods and individuals' task performance. In the third part, 
the major hypotheses were tested, including the relationships between various goal 
assignment methods and individuals' performance overstatement. The effect of goal 
looms larger effect was also investigated. Lastly, we examined the mediating role of 
goal commitment on the relationship between goal setting and unethical behavior. 
Main Analyses 
Goal assignment methods and perceived goal difficulty and specificity 
A separate one-way between-groups analysis of variance (AN OVA) showed that 
there were no significant differences among the perceived goal difficulty [F(2, 97) 
=.85，n.s.] and goal specificity [F(2, 97) = .01，n.s.] across the three goal assignment 
conditions ("participatively-set", "assigned" and "assigned with reward’’ goals). In other 
words, apart from the objective goal level of six valid words, participants' subjective 
perception of goal difficulty was also controlled in our study. The goals set in our study 
were consistently difficult and specific in all goal assignment conditions. The ANOVA 
results are presented in table 1. 
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Table 1 
AN OVA - Individuals ‘ Perceived Level of Goal Difficulty and Specificity and Goal 
Assignment Methods 
Level of Difficulty Level of Specificity 
~ ~ S S df MS I M df MS 
Between Groups 1.32 2 .66 .85 .01 2 .01 .01 
Within Groups 75.27 97 .78 68.10 97 .70 
Total 76.59 99 68.11 99 
Note. SS = sum of square, df = degree of freedom, MS = mean square, F = F statistic 
*;?<0.05; **p<0.01 
Goal assignment methods and perceived level of challenge and stress 
In terms of how challenging the participants perceived to meet the goal, significant 
differences were found among the goal assignment conditions [F(2, 97) = 6.94,/7<.01]. 
Post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test indicated that the mean rating for the 
participants in the "participatively-set" goal condition (M = 3.38, SD = .95) was 
significantly lower than those in the "assigned" goal condition (M =3.93，迎=.66) and 
those in the "assigned with reward" goal condition (M =4.00,迎=.62) . No significant 
differences were found between the mean ratings of the participants in the "assigned" 
and the "assigned with reward" goal conditions. 
In terms of how stressful the participants perceived the study was, significant 
differences were found among the goal assignment conditions [F(3, 130) = 3.90,^^= 01]. 
Post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test indicated that the mean rating for the 
participants in the "general" goal condition (M = 3 . 0 3 ,迎= . 8 3 ) was significantly lower 
than those in the "participatively-set" goal condition (M = 3.56, ^ = .78) and the 
"assigned with reward" goal condition (M =3.66,迎=.94) . No significant differences 
were found between the mean rating of the participants in the "assigned" goal condition 
(M = 3.57，^ = .79) and those in the other three goal assignment conditions. The 
results of the ANOVA tests are presented in Table 2. 
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Table 1 
AN OVA - Individuals ‘ Perceived Level of Challenge and Stress and Goal Assignment 
Methods 
Level of Challenge Level of Stress 
M Df MS 1 SS M MS F 
Between Groups 8.49 2 4.24 6.94** 8.19 3 2.73 3.90** 
Within Groups 59.23 97 .61 90.95 130 .70 
Total 67.71 99 99.13 133 
Note. SS = sum of square, df = degree of freedom, MS = mean square, F = F statistic 
*/7<0.05; **/7=<0.01 
Goal assignment methods and performance 
There are two indicators of performance, total number of valid words listed in the 
eight experimental rounds and total number of times reached the goal. Two separate 
ANOVA analyses were conducted to explore the impact of goal assignment methods on 
performance. In terms of total number of valid words listed, there were statistically 
significant differences in performance for the four goal assignment conditions [F(3, 130) 
=12.25，/?<.001]. The means and standard deviations across the conditions can be found 
in table 3. Post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test indicated that the mean score 
for the participants in the "general" goal condition fM = 45.12. SD = 12.44) was 
significantly higher than those in the "assigned with reward" goal condition (M = 36.66， 
迎= 1 3 . 5 5 ) , the "participatively-set" goal condition (M = 3 0 . 3 0 ,迎= 1 1 . 9 2 ) as well as 
the "assigned" goal condition (M = 29.57,迎=9.12). No significant differences among 




Means of number of valid words listed in each round across the goal assignment 
methods 
Goal assignment methods 
I g I PS AR Total ~ 
Mean s.d. Mean s.d. Mean s.d. Mean s.d. Mean s.d. 
Number of 
valid words 
5.64 1.55 3.79 1.49 3.70 1.14 4.58 1.69 4.43 1.67 
listed in 
each round 
Note: G = General, PS = Participatively-set, A = Assigned, AR = Assigned with reward 
Table 4 
AN OVA - Goal assignment methods and total number of valid words listed 
Total number of valid words listed 
SS df MS 1 
Between Groups 5252.75 3 1750.92 12.25** 
Within Groups 18576.01 130 142.89 
Total 23828.75 133 
Note. SS = sum of square, df = degree of freedom, MS = mean square, F = F statistic 
**/7<0.001 
In terms of total number of times reached the goal, there was a statistically 
significant difference in performance for the four goal assignment conditions [F(3, 130) 
=5.00，p<M ]. Post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test indicated that the mean 
score for the participants in the "assigned with reward" goal condition (M = 2.97, ^ = 
2.2) was significantly higher than those in the "participatively-set" goal condition (M = 
1.70，迎=1.70) and the "assigned" goal condition (M = 1.25，迎=1.4). No significant 
results were found among the performance of those in the "general" (M = 2.26, ^ = 
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1.96), the "participatively-set" and the "assigned" goal conditions. The results of the 
ANOVA test are presented in Table 5. 
Table 5 
ANOVA - Goal assignment methods and total number of times reached the goal 
Total number of times reached the goal 
M df MS F 
Between Groups 51.40 3 17.13 5.00** 
Within Groups 445.24 130 3.43 
Total 496.63 133 
Note. SS = sum of square, df = degree of freedom, MS = mean square, F = F statistic 
**/7<0.01 
Goal assignment and work effort 
Apart of the two indicators of performance (total number of valid words listed and 
total number of rounds reached the goal), there is another type of indicator, which can 
be interpreted as the amount of effort made in doing the task, as measured by the total 
number of words listed in the eight experimental rounds. One point to note is that when 
counting this number, it did not matter whether the words created were correct or not. 
ANOVA test showed that there were statistically significant differences in the total 
number of words listed for the four goal assignment conditions [F(3, 130) = 19.00， 
/7<.001]. Post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test indicated that the mean score 
for the participants in the "assigned with reward" goal condition [M = 78.22，^ = 
31.50] was significantly higher than those in the "participatively-set" goal condition [M 
=60.53 , m . = 27.20], the "assigned" goal condition [M = 40.36，m = 13.82], and the 
"general" goal condition rM = 37.35. SD = 13.58]. The ANOVA analyses are presented 
in Table 6. 
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Table 6 
AN OVA - Goal assignment methods and Total Number of Words Listed 
Total number of words listed 
M df MS I 
Between Groups 31041.29 3 10347.10 19.00** 
Within Groups 70841.64 130 544.94 
Total 101882.93 133 
Note. SS = sum of square, df = degree of freedom, MS = mean square, F = F statistic 
**/7< 0.001 
Performance overstatement and understatement 
In our experiment, participants were instructed to check and count their own 
performance according to the dictionary designed for this study. In that case, they might 
accurately report the number of valid words listed or misrepresent their performance by 
either overstating or understating the number of valid words listed in each experimental 
round. When the participant overstated his or her performance, it was presumed that he 
or she intentionally did that and thus it was treated as an indicator of unethical behavior. 
Yet, some people would argue that the overstatement could be a mistake, in which the 
participant has carelessly over-counted the number of valid words listed. To verify 
participants' overstatements of performance were not simply due to their carelessness in 
counting the number, we compared the total number of overstatements and 
understatements of participants. If individuals did not intentionally overstate their 
performance, the total number and patterns of understatements across the goal 
assignment conditions should be very similar to that of overstatements. However, if 
individuals deliberately lied and overstated their performance, participants' total number 
and patterns of overstatement and understatement across goal assignment conditions 
would differ significantly. 
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When comparing the total number of times individuals' overstated and understated 
their performance, we found that on average, individuals overstated more than they 
understated across all goal assignment conditions except in the "general do-your-best" 
goal condition, in which participants understated slightly more than they overstated. 
Averaging all goal assignment conditions, participants' overstated 1.38 times while 
understated 0.58 time (t[132] = A31,p< .001) (see table 7). Specifically, the number of 
overstatements was significantly greater than understatements in the 
"participatively-set" goal and the "assigned with reward" goal conditions (t[39] = 4.45， 
p< .001 and t[31] = 2.19,/7< .05 respectively) (see table 8). 
Figure 1 illustrates the average performance overstatements and understatements of 
participants across the goal assignment conditions. The patterns of overstatements and 
understatements were drastically different, implying that participants' overstatements 
were not simply due to random errors. 
Table 7 
Paired Sample T-test - Number of Performance Overstatements and Understatements 
O O-U 
Mean s.d. Mean s.d. Mean s.d. df 丄 
1.38 1.90 .58 .72 .80 2.10 132 4.37** 
Note: O = Performance overstatements, U = Performance understatements, O-U = the 




Means of the total number of times overstated and understated across the goal 
assignment methods 
Goal assignment methods 
I G I T H ^ AR ALL “ 
Mean s.d. Mean s.d. Mean s.d. Mean s.d. Mean s.d. 
O JA ！82 l 3 3 2 M T\ 133 LSS L ^ 1 3 8 1 . 9 0 
U .70 .73 .50 .75 .32 .48 .78 .79 .58 .72 
Note: O = Overstatement, U = Understatement G = General, PS = Participatively-set, A = 
Assigned, AR = Assigned with reward, All = All goal assignment methods in general 
Figure 1 
Overstatement and Understatement Results across Conditions 
100-1 
g zu ��� z z Overstatement 
•B 一 — 
H 0 Understatement 
General Assigned 
Participatively-set Assigned with reward 
Goal Conditions 
ANOVA analysis further supported the idea of participants' intentional 
overstatement motivated by goal setting. Significant results were found between goal 
assignment conditions and individuals' overstatements [F(3, 129) = 7.04,p<.001], but 
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not between goal assignment conditions and individuals' understatement [F(3, 129)= 
2.58, n.s.]. In other words, the patterns of overstatements and understatements of 
participants across the goal assignment conditions differed. The ANOVA results are 
presented in table 9. 
Table 9 
ANOVA - Performance Overstatement and Understatement and Goal assignment 
methods 
Total number of times overstated Total number of times understated 
M Df MS F SS M MS 1 ~ ~ 
Between Groups 67.11 3 22.37 7.04** 3.88 3 1.29 2.58 
Within Groups 410.09 129 3.18 64.55 129 .50 
Total 477.20 132 68.42 132 
Note. SS = sum of square, df = degree of freedom, MS = mean square, F = F statistic 
**/7< 0.001 
Goal assignment methods and unethical behavior 
To study the relationship between different goal assignment methods and unethical 
behavior, measured as the total number of overstatements, separate ANOVA tests were 
performed. There were statistically significant differences in performance 
overstatements for the four goal assignment conditions [F(3, 129) = 7.04，/7<.001]. 
Hypothesis 1 predicted that individuals with specific "assigned" goals would be more 
likely to overstate their performance than those with "general do-your-best" goals. 
Post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test indicated that there was no significant 
difference between the mean score of the participants in the "general" goal condition (M 
=.64，迎=.82) and those in the "assigned" goal condition (M = .71, SD = 1.33). 
Hypothesis 1 was not supported. 
Hypothesis 2 predicted that individuals with specific "participatively-set" goals 
would be more likely to overstate their performance than those with specific "assigned，， 
goals. Post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test indicated that the mean score of 
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the participants in the "participatively-set" goal condition (M = 2.33, ^ = 2.54) was 
significantly higher than those in the "assigned" goal condition (M = .71, SD = 1.33). 
Hypothesis 2 was supported. 
Hypothesis 3 predicted that individuals with specific "participatively-set" goals 
would be more likely to overstate their performance than those with "general" goals. It 
was found that the mean score of the participants in the "participatively-set" goal 
condition (M = 2.33，SD = 2.54) was significantly higher than those in the "general" 
goal condition (M = .64, SD = .82). Hypothesis 3 was supported. 
Lastly, hypothesis 4 predicted that individuals with specific "assigned with reward" 
goals would be more likely to overstate their performance than those with specific 
"assigned" goals. No significant results were found between the mean score of the 
participants in the "assigned with reward" goal condition (M = 1.53, ^ = 1.70) and 
those in the "assigned" goal condition (M = .71,迎=1.33). Hypothesis 4 was not 
supported. 
Goal proximity and unethical behavior 
Hypothesis 5 predicted that individuals who miss their goals by a small extent 
would be more likely to overstate their performance than those who miss their goals by 
a large extent. 
To perform this analysis, we only considered participants in the conditions with 
specific goals ("paiticipatively-set", "assigned" and "assigned with reward" goals), and 
examined only rounds in which participants failed to reach the goal. We produced two 
scores for those participants who overstated and accurately reported their performance at 
least once in rounds in which they failed to reach their goal, they are: average 
productivity in accurately reported rounds and average productivity in overstated rounds. 
Paired t-test showed that participants created an average of 4.01 words in overstated 
rounds and 3.32 words in accurately reported rounds (t[40] = 2.96,p< .001). As the 
average goal level set was 6.02 words, these findings indicated that participants were 
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more likely to overstate their performance when they were nearer to the goal. In other 
words, individuals who missed their goals by a small extent were more likely to 
overstate their performance than those who missed their goals by a large extent. 
Hypothesis 5 was supported. To look at if the goal proximity effect differs across 
different goal assignment conditions, a MANOVA test was performed. The result was 
non-significant, [F(4, 108) = 1.01, n.s.]. The results of the paired t-test are presented in 
table 10. 
Table 10 
Paired Sample T-test - Average number of valid words listed in overstated and 
accurately reported rounds 
APO APA O-A 
Mean s.d. Mean s.d. Mean s.d. df t 
4.01 1.41 3.32 .95 .69 1.50 40 2.96** 
Note: APO = Average productivity in overstated rounds, APA = Average productivity 
in accurately reported rounds, O-A = the difference between average productivity in 
overstated rounds and average productivity in accurately reported rounds 
**/?<0.01 
Goal assignment and goal commitment 
To look at if individuals' goal commitment level differs across different goal 
assignment conditions, an ANOVA test was performed. The result was non-significant, 
[F(2, 97) = .87，n.s.]. Although no significant differences were found among different 
goal assignment conditions, the mean plot showed that the relationships were in the 
predicted directions, with a higher goal commitment level in those participants in the 
"assigned with reward" goal condition [M = 4.50], followed by those in the 
“participatively-set” goal condition [M = 4.41]. Participants in the "assigned" goal 
condition had the lowest goal commitment [M = 4.26]. The ANOVA results are 
presented in table 11. 
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Table 11 
ANOVA - Goal Commitment and Goal Assignment Methods 
Goal Commitment 
SS ^ MS F 
Between Groups .89 2 .45 .87 
Within Groups 50.07 97 .52 
Total 50.96 99 
Note. SS = sum of square, df = degree of freedom, MS = mean square, F = F statistic 
* p <0.05 **p<0.01 
The mediating role of goal commitment on unethical behavior 
To examine whether the relationships between performance overstatement and goal 
assignment conditions are mediated by individuals' levels of goal commitment, 
hierarchical regression analysis was performed. In step 1，the three independent 
variables were transformed into dummy variables ("participatively-set" goal as the 
reference group, "assigned" goal as D1 and "assigned with reward" goal as D2) and 
entered with unethical behavior (total number of times overstated) as dependent variable. 
In step 2, the proposed mediator, goal commitment, was entered. 
The results of the hierarchical regression analysis are presented in Table 12. After 
goal assignment condition in Block 1 has been entered, the overall model explains 10% 
of the variance F[2, 97] =5.38,/7<.01. After Block 2 (goal commitment) has also been 
included, the total explained variance = 10.2%, F[3, 96] =3.64,/?<.05. The R Square 
change = .002. This means that goal commitment only explains an additional 0.2% of 
the variance in performance overstatement when the effect of goal assignment is 
statistically controlled for. There was no support for the hypothesis that goal 
commitment mediates the effect of goal setting on unethical behavior. 
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Table 12 
Hierarchical Regression Analysis 
Goal Assignment Methods and Goal Commitment Predicting Performance 
Overstatement 
Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Performance Overstatement 
Standardized Regression Coefficients 
Stepl(制 Step2(i&； 
D1 -.35* -.35** 
D2 -.18 -.18 
Goal Commitment -.49 
R2(o/o) 10** 10.2** 
Adjusted R2 (%) 8.1** 7.4** 
AR2(o/o) 10** 0.2 
* p <0.05 **p=< 0.01 
a. Predictors: (Constant), Goal assignment methods (Reference group = 
Participatively-set goal, D2 = Assigned with reward goal, Dl= Assigned goal) 
b. Predictors: (Constant), Goal assignment methods (Reference group = 
Participatively-set goal, D2 = Assigned with reward goal, Dl= Assigned goal), 
Goal commitment 
c. Dependent Variable: Performance overstatement 
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Chapter 4: Discussion 
Goal setting is widely used in the business settings worldwide. Performance goals 
are used to motivate employees and as indicators to measure employees' work 
performance. It has been shown that work productivity and performance can be 
enhanced through goal setting, and the effects are especially strong when the goal is 
specific and difficult (Locke & Latham, 1990，2002). 
Nevertheless, owing to the recent well-known organizational corruptions and 
cheating scandals, people started questioning the negative impacts possibly brought by 
the practice of goal setting (e.g. Barsky, 2005; Schweitzer, Ordonez and Douma, 2004; 
Knight, 2001; Earley, Connolly and Ekegren, 1989). In the past literature, however, little 
effort has been made to explore this aspect of goal setting and thus, the main goal of the 
present study was to understand the relationship between goal setting and unethical 
behavior. Particularly, we aimed to identify the motivating effects of different goal 
assignment methods on unethical behavior as well as the role of one's goal commitment 
in mediating the relationship of goal setting and unethical behavior. 
Goal setting and work effort 
Apart from studying how goal setting encouraged unethical behavior, we looked at 
whether goal setting could indeed motivate individuals to work harder and more 
persistently. We found that the amount of effort put into the task, as measured by the 
total number of words created in the experimental rounds, was highest for the 
participants in the "assigned with reward" goal condition, followed by those in the 
"participatively-set" and the "assigned" goal conditions, with those in the "general 
do-your-best" goal condition created the least number of words. This supported the 
claims by the advocates of goal setting theory that specific and difficult goals do 
motivate people to put more efforts and work more persistently on the task (Locke & 
Latham, 1990, 2002). More importantly, this effect can be furthered by providing 
additional rewards (e.g. monetary reward) or increased individuals' ownership and 
accountability of the goals by letting them participate in goal setting. 
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Goal setting and performance 
Different criteria were used to measure task performance. In terms of the total 
number of valid words listed, participants in the "general" goal condition performed 
significantly better than those in the "assigned with reward" and the "participatively-set" 
goal conditions, with those in the "assigned" goal condition performed the worst. 
Although no significant differences were found among the "assigned with reward", the 
"participatively-sefand the "assigned" goal conditions, an examination of the means 
revealed that the participants in the "assigned with reward" goal condition created a 
higher number of valid words than those in the "participatively-set" and the "assigned" 
goal conditions. Apart from this, when we looked at the total number of rounds reached 
the goal, participants in the "assigned with reward" goal condition performed 
significantly better than those in the "general", the "participatively-set" and the 
"assigned" goal conditions. 
Interestingly, when we examined the relationship between "performance" (the total 
number of valid words created) and "effort" (total number of words created), the 
correlation between the two was indeed non-significant (r = .11, n.s.), suggesting higher 
amount of effort made does not necessarily lead to higher productivity or better 
performance. This finding echoed studies on the limitations of goal setting that, 
"increasing goal specificity and/or goal difficulty may not always lead to improved 
behaviors and sales performance" (Locke & Latham, 1990; Wood & Bandura, 1989; 
Wood, Bandura & Bailey, 1990). When the task is complex or requires higher cognitive 
thinking, or when performance is determined by quality rather than quantity, as in the 
anagram task used in our study, the positive effects of goal setting on performance are 
weaker or even disappear (e.g. Kanfer & Ackerman, 1989; Huber, 1985, cited in Earley, 
Connolly & Ekegren, 1989; Donovan, 2000). 
In fact, in terms of both performance indicators (total number of valid word listed 
and total number of rounds reached the goal), participants in the "general" and "assigned 
with reward" goal conditions consistently performed better than the other two goal 
assignment conditions. It suggested that the relationship between effort and performance 
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may not be straightforward. There might be a point, after which performance would 
reach a plateau. In other words, with an increase in work effort, performance would not 
improve any further or improve at a very slow rate after a certain level of effort. Instead, 
ability (in this case, English vocabulary and cognitive ability etc.) matters more in one's 
performance. 
Another plausible explanation of better task performance of those in the "general 
do-your-best" goal condition than the other three goal conditions is how stressful 
participants perceived the study was. Since the anagram task used in our study was 
timed, participants had to create as many valid words as they could out of the seven 
scrambled letters in one minute for each experimental round. If participants were overly 
stressed, their attention might be hindered, so as their cognitive thinking. Indeed, 
participants in the "general" goal condition perceived the study as less stressful than the 
other three groups and they performed the best in terms of the total number of correct 
responses among all as well. In other words, the better the performance of those in the 
"general" goal condition may be due to the fact that they were less stressed while doing 
the task. These participants could stay calm and more focused on the task, and thus were 
able to give more correct responses. These findings were consistent with the results of 
some studies that when an individual is already stressed, the positive effects of goal 
might be weaker or even reversed (McGrath, 1976; Staw, Sandelands, & Dutton, 1981, 
cited in Earley, Connolly & Ekegren, 1989). 
The Dark Side of Goal Setting 
Our results confirmed the findings of the study done by Schweitzer, Ordonez and 
Douma (2004) that apart from motivating constructive behaviors, goal setting can 
encourage individuals' unethical behavior, measured as performance overstatement. 
Participants were found to overstate their performance significantly more when specific 
goals were assigned as compared to mere "general do-your-best" goals. This result can 
be attributed to the fact that specific goals exert a larger pressure of goal attainment to 
individuals because specific goals have a clearer definition of success and failure than a 
vague "general" goal. In our study, although no significant difference was found 
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between the mean score of the participants in the "general do-your-best" goal condition 
and those in the "assigned" goal condition, an examination of the means showed that 
individuals with "assigned" goals overstated their performance to some extent more than 
those with "general" goals. 
To further the breadth of our study, we also looked at the effect of 
"participatively-set" goals on performance overstatement. As predicted by hypothesis 2， 
individuals with specific "participatively-set" goals were more likely to overstate their 
performance than those with specific "assigned" goals. Participants with 
"participatively-set" goals indeed overstated their performance considerably more than 
those with "general" goals and thus hypothesis 3 was also supported. 
No significant result was found between the mean score of the participants in the 
"assigned with reward" goal condition and those in the "assigned" goal condition, 
indicating that no matter if the goal is a mere "assigned" goal or involves extrinsic 
incentives, people would be motivated to engage in unethical behavior. Hypothesis 4 
was not supported. These findings clearly suggested that just by letting individuals 
participate in goal setting, even without any extrinsic reward like bonus, the effect is 
strong enough to trigger unethical behavior from the individuals. 
The findings regarding the relationships among goal assignment, performance, 
work effort and unethical behavior implied that simply by setting "general do-your-best" 
goal for individuals can have sufficient power to enhance their performance, especially 
in tasks which require more cognitive thinking and the performance is primarily a 
function of strategy rather than work effort. Although by assigning goal with monetary 
reward or letting individuals to participate in goal setting can also have the effect to 
motivate individuals to put more efforts and work more persistently, these two goal 
assignment methods may trigger some undesirable behaviors from the individuals. Due 
to the increased psychological as well as practical outcomes of goal attainment and 
failure, individuals with "assigned with reward" or "participatively-set" goals are more 
likely to engage in unethical behavior in the goal attaining process. 
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Goal proximity 
Hypothesis 5 was supported. The present investigation indicated that when people 
nearly reached their goals, they were more likely to overstate their performance than 
those who were further away from their goals. When individuals fell short of their goals, 
they had to choose between acting unethically and bearing the psychological and even 
monetary costs of goal failure. In face of the dilemma, however, individuals knew the 
act of misrepresenting their performance was unethical, they probably felt better if they 
overstated their performance by a small extent rather than a large one because they 
found it easier for them to justify a smaller unethical act than a larger one. 
Mediating role of goal commitment 
Another goal of this study is to explore the mediating role of goal commitment on 
the relationship between goal setting and unethical behavior. We hypothesized that 
individuals' goal commitment level mediates the relationship between goal assignment 
methods ("participatively-set", "assigned" and "assigned with reward" goals) and 
performance overstatement of individuals. The relationship between goal assignment 
and performance overstatement was predicted to increase with individuals' level of goal 
commitment under different goal assignment methods. Contrary to our predictions, 
results found that goal commitment only explained an additional 0.2% of the variance in 
performance overstatement when the effect of goal assignment was statistically 
controlled for. In other words, goal commitment only contributes very little in predicting 
performance overstatement. It seems that there might have other factors mediating the 
relationship between goal setting and unethical behavior. 
Goal setting and goal commitment 
The non-significant result may be due to the low reliability of the scale used to 
measure participants' level of goal commitment in our study. The original version of the 
HWK goal commitment scale has nine items (Hollenbeck, Williams & Klein, 1989b, 
cited from Klein et al, 2001). Five items were chosen based on the results of the study 
done by Klein et al (2001). According to Klein et al (2001), this five-item scale "is 
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unidimensional and equivalent across measurement timing, goal origin, and task 
complexity" and the authors recommended future research to use this scale version to 
assess goal commitment (Klein et al, 2001). However, analysis of reliability based on 
our data showed that its reliability coefficient is only .60. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion and Implications 
This study makes several important contributions to the goal setting literature. It 
helps to articulate our understanding of the relationships between goal setting, goal 
commitment, work effort and task performance. This study also highlights the potential 
damaging effects of goal setting on individuals and organizations. Here are some 
highlights of our findings and also their practical implications, especially for 
decision-makers in business organizations. 
First, specific and difficult goals do motivate people to put more efforts and work 
more persistently on the task, as reflected by the total number of words listed in each 
experimental round. 
However, it was found that increased work effort does not always lead to improved 
performance, as suggested by the different patterns of the "total number of words listed" 
and "total number of valid words listed" across the four goal assignment conditions. 
Business managers should be aware that for some tasks, more efforts put into them by 
the employees do not guarantee better performance. Therefore, instead of putting a lot of 
time and money to try to get their employees work "harder", managers should also 
invest more in coaching and training so that their employees are better equipped with 
some task-relevant knowledge and skills, which are more influential to their 
performance. 
Third, the practice of goal setting can have both positive and negative influences on 
individuals. Merely setting "general do-your-best" goals for individuals can have 
enough power to enhance their performance. Nonetheless, goal setting, especially when 
assigning goals with monetary reward for goal attainment or letting individuals to set 
their own goals are more likely to encourage some unethical behaviors from the 
individuals as they may feel more pressurized to attain the goal and to avoid the higher 
psychological costs pertaining to goal failure. 
This finding has some implications to the business. Nowadays, organizations focus 
a lot on performance management. Reward (e.g. bonus, promotion, pay rise etc.) is 
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always contingent on employees' performance. Individuals usually set some 
performance objectives at the beginning of the year and have their performance review 
at the end of that year. Based on the extent they have met their goals, bonus will be 
given. Even though this kind of performance management practice can motivate 
employees to work harder, managers must be cautious, especially when assigning 
specific goals to their staff or letting the staff to set their own goals. It is because this 
practice may potentially trigger some undesirable behaviors from the employees which 
will harm the individuals as well as the organization. Hence, appropriate measures or 
mechanism must be in place to prevent creating too much pressure to the individuals to 
attaining the goal. Otherwise, this will create a lot of risks. 
More importantly, the widespread of goal setting practice in organizations may 
unintentionally suggest to employees that, the organizations value results more than the 
means by which goals are achieved. This will create a permissive ethical climate in 
organizations and even in the society, which may potentially inflate the number of 
wrongdoings in the business. 
Fourth, individuals are more likely to engage in unethical behavior when they are 
nearer their goal. To minimize any undesirable influences of goal setting, managers 
should implement effective mechanism in the organization. One way to achieve this is to 
give forewamings to employees. Past studies on the effect of warning in reducing 
response distortion in non-cognitive measures showed that warnings reduce faking. This 
is especially true for warning that contains the information that the test was designed to 
identify those who attempt to fake their responses as well as the potential consequences 
of faking (Dwight & Donovan，2003). When using goals to motivate employees in 
organization, managers may as well give forewamings to their employees for 
misrepresenting their performance or engaging in any forms of unethical behavior, in 
particular to those employees who are approaching very near to their goals. 
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Limitations and future studies 
This research study is limited in a number of ways that suggest directions for future 
research. Regarding the use of laboratory experiment, the findings are clearly limited to 
the low external validity due to the high degree of control of experiment. Compared to 
other experimental methods like case studies, structured interviews and questionnaires, 
laboratory studies of this kind did not resemble in a lot of aspects in real organizational 
settings. For instance, goal setting in a real organization usually involves multiple goals 
in which employees are allowed to make some kind of adjustments in the goal attaining 
process. Also, feedback of performance is always given to employees from time to time. 
Eight rounds of one-minute task might not fiilly capture the effect of goal setting on task 
performance in a real setting. Therefore, different experimental methods should be used 
to test the findings of this study in real organizational settings in future studies. 
A second limitation pertains to the student samples which have a relatively 
restricted age range. It is possible that my study might have missed some important 
elements that might be more significant and influential to older samples, who are more 
experienced in the use of goal setting for improving performance. Additional research is 
needed with other kinds of samples, especially with the working population, to see if our 
results could generalize to others groups of people. 
Third, following Schweitzer, Ordonez and Douma (2004)，an English anagram task 
was used in our experiment. However, our student samples all Chinese and their native 
language is not English, this form of task might be fairly new to them. Even though two 
practice trials were given to them prior to the experimental rounds, the practice time 
might still be insufficient to let them truly familiarize with the task. A Chinese anagram 
or other types of task like Sudoku can be used in future studies to see if different results 
could be found. 
Fourth, since this is a relatively new study area, only four goal assignment methods 
were examined in the present study. Future research should include other goal 
assignment methods, for example, "participatively-set" with reward, which plausibly is 
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a reliable factor in encouraging unethical behavior engaged by individuals. Apart from 
this, instead of goal attainment with extrinsic reward, fiiture studies can also look at goal 
failure with extrinsic punishment (e.g. job lay off, reduced salary, no job promotion etc.), 
which is a common practice used together with goal setting in today's organizations. 
Finally, since there was no significant result found on the mediating effect of goal 
commitment on the relationship between goal setting and unethical behavior, fiiture 
researchers should replace the current shortened version of goal commitment scale with 
its full version or find another reliable measure to test the mediating role of goal 
commitment on their relationship. They should also explore other plausible mediators of 
the relationship between goal assignment and unethical behavior. For example, 
individuals' perceived (psychological) cost of and level of accountability of goal failure 
are two plausible mediators of the relationship. These variables may influence 
individuals' ethical decision making process (e.g. Beu & Buckley，2004; Jones & Ryan, 
1997). It is fruitful to devote more resources to understand the processes individuals go 
through and the factors that they take into consideration when deciding to engage in 
unethical behavior. 
By getting a deeper understanding of different catalysts of unethical behavior, 
organizations can take appropriate actions to maximize the positive effects of goal 
setting and at the same time to reduce the threats of unethical behavior in organizations, 
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The Dark Side of Goal Setting 
Experimental Instructions 
This experiment is designed to study the relationship between perception, creativity, and 
productivity. In this study, your responses will remain completely anonymous. You will 
be asked to form words using a list of 7 letters. We are interested in the relationship 
between the order in which letters are presented and the types and number of words 
people create. 
During the experiment, do not talk or make any noise that may disturb others around 
you. If you have any questions, please raise your hand and the experimenter will answer 
your questions individually. 
You will write down all words created in this Workbook. To ensure anonymity, at the 
end of this experiment you will record the number of words you created on the Answer 
Sheet which is the last page of this Workbook. You will put your Workbook in the 
sealed box next to the door and turn in your Answer Sheet separately on the desk in front 
of the whiteboard at the front of this room. This is to ensure the words you created in the 
Workbook remain absolutely anonymous. 
In this experiment there will be 2 practice rounds and 8 experimental rounds. In each 
round you will form words using the 7 English letters at the top of the page in the 
Workbook. 
In creating your words, please make sure you follow the rules below: 
1. The word must be an English word. 
2. It should be two or more letters long. 
3. Other than a proper noun (e.g., words cannot be names or places). 
4. It has to be made by using each of the 7 letters only once per word (e.g., if the list of 
7 letters contains only one *g', you cannot spell "egg"). 
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5. It has to be used in only one form (e.g., you cannot use singular and plural versions 
of the same word). 
Don't worry too much about whether a word confirms to these rules during the 
experimental rounds. After the last round, you will have an opportunity to check your 
words using a dictionary designed for this task. Therefore, just be creative and write 
down all words you can think of even if you are unsure whether they are correct not as 
you can check all your woric at the end of the experiment. 
You will have 1 minute to work on each round, and once we begin the experiment, you 
will not be allowed to look ahead to future pages or to go back to previous pages. 
Once again, to ensure anonymity, remember do NOT write down any personal 
identification (e.g. name, student id) on any pages of the Workbook. If you have any 
questions, raise your hand and the experimenter will answer your questions. 
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Practice Trial I: O A D M H U P 
Please wait for instructions before you turn this page. 
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Practice Trial 2: A O D J G I P 
Please wait for instructions before you turn this page. 
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We are about to start the experimental rounds. There are 8 rounds in total. 
{The following instruction is for the "assigned goal condition "participants) 
It is important that you commit to a specific yet attainable goal. In previous sessions, 
many participants created 6 or more words in 1 minute. Your goal should be to create 
6 or more words as well. 
At the top of the next page, there are 7 letters. Your goal is to create 6 words during 
the allotted 1 minute using these 7 letters. When the experimenter asks you to turn the 
page, write “6” to indicate your goal level at the top of the next page and circle it. 
(The following instruction is for the assigned with monetary reward goal condition) 
After completing the experiment, the experimenter will select one of the experimental 
rounds at random for each of you. If you meet your goal of 6 words for that round 
(that is, you create 6 or more words), she will pay you $5 for each valid word you 
created (that is, $30 or more). If you do not meet your goal for that round (that is, you 
create 6 or less words), you will not receive any payment. 
(The following instruction is for the "participatively-set", "assigned" and "assigned 
with monetary reward “ goal conditions) 
It is important to note that, the reason for having all of you assigned/set a performance 
goal for each round is that, previous research showed that goal setting can enhance 
creativity and performance. The effect is especially strong when the goal set is specific 
and difficult (Locke & Latham, 2002). 
We are about to start the experimental rounds. There are 8 rounds in total. 
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(The following instniction is for the “participatively-set’’ goal condition) 
You have the freedom to choose your performance level. Please choose the number of 
words you set for each experimental round. It is important that you commit to a 
specific yet attainable goal. In previous sessions, many subjects created 6 or more 
words in 1 minute. 
(1)5 words 
(2) 6 words 
(3) 7 words 
(4) 8 words 
(5) 9 words 
The performance goal that you set is 
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Pre-experimental questionnaire 
Instructions: Read each of the following statements and indicate the rating for each 
statement. Remember there is no right or wrong answer. Please do not miss out any 
statements. 
1. It's hard to take this goal. (Circle one.) 
Disagree Neither Agree Agree 
Very Much Nor Disagree Very Much 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. I am strongly committed to pursuing this goal of 8 words. (Circle one.) 
Disagree Neither Agree Agree 
Very Much Nor Disagree Very Much 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. Quite frankly, I don't care if I achieve this goal of 8 words or not. (Circle one.) 
Disagree Neither Agree Agree 
Very Much Nor Disagree Very Much 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. It wouldn't take much to make me abandon this goal of 8 words. (Circle one.) 
Disagree Neither Agree Agree 
Very Much Nor Disagree Very Much 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
5. I think this goal of 8 words is a good goal to shoot for. (Circle one.) 
Disagree Neither Agree Agree 
Veiy Much Nor Disagree Very Much 
1 2 3 4 5 6- 7 
This is the end of the pre-experimental questionnaire. We will start the experimental 
around soon. Please wait for the experimenter's instruction. 
Please wait for instructions before you turn this page. 
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Experimental Round 1: A E D B K U G 
Please wait for instructions before you turn this page. 
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Experimental Round 2: O E L B J A M 
Please wait for instructions before you turn this page. 
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Experimental Round 3: U A D Q W E R 
Please wait for instructions before you turn this page. 
51 
The Dark Side of Goal Setting 
Experimental Round 8: M E S A L D O 
Please wait for instructions before you turn this page. 
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Experimental Round 5: U O N H M E Y 
Please wait for instructions before you turn this page. 
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Experimental Round 8: M E S A L D O 
Please wait for instructions before you turn this page. 
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Experimental Round 8: M E S A L D O 
Please wait for instructions before you turn this page. 
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Experimental Round 8: M E S A L D O 
Please wait for instructions before you turn this page. 
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Post-experimental questionnaire 
1. How difficult was it to meet your goals in this study? (Circle one.) 
Not at all Extremely 
Difficult Difficult 
1 2 3 4 5 
2. How challenging were your goals in this study? (Circle one.) 
Not at all Extremely 
Challenging Challenging 
1 2 3 -4 5 
3. How specific were your goals for performance in this study? 
Not at all Extremely 
Specific Specific 
1 2 3 4 5 
4. How stressful was this study? (Circle one.) 
Not at all Extremely 
Stressful Stressful 
1„_: 2 3 4 5 
5. Is English your first language? (Check one.) 
• Yes 
• No, my first language is 
6. What is your study major? 
7. Are you male or female? (Check one.) • Male 
• Female 
8. What is your age? 
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Checking Your Answers 
We would now like you to record the number of words you created. To save time and to 
avoid any possibility of misidentifying your handwriting, in each round, count the 
number of valid words you created. You can check your words with the dictionary. 
Go to the Answer Sheet (the last page of this workbook) and tear this page from the 
Workbook. When you have checked your answers, write the number of valid words you 
formed for each round on the Answer Sheet. Put your Workbook in the sealed box in 
front of the door; do not put your name on either the Workbook or the Answer Sheet. 
When you are done, hand your Answer Sheet to the experimenter. 
(The following instruction is for the participants in the "assigned goal with monetary 
reward" condition) 
At that time, the experimenter will randomly choose a number from 1 to 8. Your 
payment will depend on the number of valid words that you put on your answer sheet 
for that round— If you formed 6 or more words for that round, you will receive $30 or 
more. If you listed 6 or fewer words, you will not receive any payment. 
As a reminder, each word must be: 
1. an English word. 
2. two or more letters long. 
3. other than a proper noun (e.g., words cannot be names or places). 
4. made by using each of the 7 letters only once per word (e.g., if the list of 7 letters 
contains only one ‘g，，you cannot spell "egg"). 
5. used in only one form (e.g., you cannot use singular and plural versions of the same 
word). 
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Answer Sheet 
Detach this sheet from the Workbook. 
We would now like you to count the number of valid words you created for each round. 
You can use the dictionary to check your words. 
After recording your answers on this page, put your Workbook in the sealed box next to 
the door. Separately, put your Answer Sheet on the chair in front of this room. 
Practice Rounds 
Round I r O A D M H U P Score: 
Round 2: A O D J G I P Score: 
DID YOU REACH YOUR 
GOAL OF —WORDS? 
Experimental Rounds 
Round 1 : A E D B K U G _ Y e s _ N o Score: 
Round 2 : O E L B J A M —Yes —No Score: 
Round 3 : U A D Q W E R —Yes —No Score: 
Round 4: E A S C K I Y —Yes _ N o Score: 
Round 5 : U O N H M E Y —Yes —No Score: 
Round 6 : O E L H M A Z —Yes —No Score: 
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Round 7 : 0 AS F K E V —Yes —No Score: 
Round 8 :ME S A L D O —Yes —No Score: 
This is THE END of the experiment, please collect both the Workbook and the answer 
sheet, and put the workbook into the sealed boxes in the front of this room and put the 
answer sheet on the chair in front of this room. 
Thank you for your participation. If you have any questions concerning this experiment, 
you may contact our experimenter Vikki Law by email at vwslaw@psy.cuhk.edu.hk 
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Appendix II 
Goal Commitment scale (Hollenbeck, Williams & Klein, 1989b) 
1. It's hard to take this goal. (R) 
2. I am strongly committed to pursuing this goal. 
3. Quite frankly, I don't care if I achieve this goal or not. (R) 
4. It wouldn't take much to make me abandon this goal. (R) 
5. I think this is a good goal to shoot for. 
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